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Abstract 
In the quest for academic excellence, the government of Malaysia is very concerned about the quality of higher education 
institutions. Higher education is increasingly recognized as a service industry, and this puts a greater emphasis on meeting the 
expectations and needs of its participating customers who are the students. Due t o intense competition, many universities and 
colleges face declining student enrolment and there is a need to address the problem of the quality of programmes and services  
offered. This study evaluates the service quality of a Malaysian private higher education institution with the objective of 
determining what constitutes the service variables in the education industry. Using gap analysis, it examines whether there are 
any service gaps in the individual service quality attributes. Five specified dimensions , namely tangibles, empathy, assurance, 
reliability and responsiveness at the educational institution, were examined. Data was collected from respondents using a well-
structured questionnaire designed and adapted for the provision of educational services in line with SERVQUAL dimension 
scale. To achieve this, students as respondents were surveyed on their expected and perceived service quality rendered to them 
and their opinions garnered on whether service quality has had any effect on their satisfaction. A total of 150 questionnaires were 
distributed to students who had enrolled at the educational institution. Using service gap analysis, the findings indicated n egative 
gaps for empathy and assurance dimens ions. With the aid of service improvement matrix (SIM), satisfaction based on service 
perception and importance based on service expectation were plotted on a two-dimensional grid. This allowed for service 
improvement decisions to be made such as service improvements that are both necessary (low satisfaction ratings) and important 
for students (high importance ratings). Service strategies are recommended to managers to improve service quality and promote 
student satisfaction. 
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1.  Introduction 
With globalization and the liberalization of higher education in Malaysia, universities and colleges face new 
challenges. Given this head-on competition, universities and colleges have no choice but to improve the quality of 
their programs and graduates so that they can compete globally and attract students. Higher education is 
increasingly recognized as a service industry, placing greater emphasis on meeting the expectations and needs of its 
participating customers namely the students.  
The current trends in  higher education industry in Malaysia are driven by globalization and quality focus on 
teaching and learning to  turn Malaysia into an education hub resulting in the setting up of many public and private 
colleges and universities (Grapragasem et al., 2014). Currently, there are160 public HEIs and 463 private HEIs 
registered at the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (www.mqa.gov.my/mqr). In its governance of public and private 
HEIs, assurance in quality education is closely monitored  by the setting -up of the Malaysian Qualify ing Agency 
(MQA). According to 2012/2013 Malaysian Quest Evaluation System of Private Colleges (MyQUEST) rating to 
evaluate the quality performance of students and programs, it was found that about 50% of the private colleges 
achieved Tier 1(weak) to Tier 3 (good) (http://www.moe.gov.my). As there are now many HEIs, both public and 
private in  the higher education industry are jockeying for market position and fighting for a share of the student 
market, it is inevitable that stiff competition and rivalry prevail amongst them. 
Hence, there is a need to focus on the understanding of how students perceive service quality.  Efforts are 
needed to monitor both local and international init iatives and ensure quality is integral to the higher education 
environment. Since students are now being viewed as the primary customers of the HE service in Malaysia, service 
expectations and perceptions play a key role regarding the quality perceptions which students ultimately develop. It 
follows then, that PHEIs should take appropriate steps to manage such expectations. This study tests the 
SERVQUAL dimensions (tangibles, empathy, assurance, responsiveness and reliability) in a private h igher 
education within the Malaysian context.  
2.  Problem statement 
Higher education has become a competit ive enterprise a mong both private and public HEIs. In v iew of the 
increasing competit ion in higher education industry, many private colleges and universities face the challenging 
problems of declin ing student enrolment, poor strategic marketing planning, intense competition between other 
private college or un iversities that offer the same courses and service quality found wanting. The quality of 
education is an important factor that is considered for attracting and retaining the students as it is a substantial 
investment made by their parents.  
The Malaysian Quality Accreditation (MQA) raised their standard qualification requirement for student’s 
enrolment since 2012 from five (5) credits to only two (2) cred its based on SPM (Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia) for 
private higher education institution (PHEI). Th is has limited the students’ enrolment and many PHEIs have to 
compete for students and face difficulties of having to meet targeted student intake. 
More recent studies of service quality in  education were focused on higher education as more universities and 
colleges clamor and compete to gain  some ranking and accreditation in their p rograms and institution. Hence, in  the 
the quest for internationalization of quality in education, assurance of service quality takes center stage. Service 
quality enhances a university’s image (Sultan and Ho, 2012). 
The high level of competit ion among private colleges that offer similar courses has not made it any easier. For 
example, a private college here offers niche safety courses for diploma stu dents faces four competitors that also 
offer the same courses. Hence, delivering quality service has become an important goal for most HEIs and to 
distinguish it among other common competitors.   
The perceived quality by students today changes rapidly especially  with new technologies, techniques, skills and 
knowledge needed in the field of their studies. The most apparent change is the need to know their customer needs 
from d ifferent groups of students and different program requirements because most students from every intake come 
with different needs and expectations. There was also a lack of quality assurance measures to assess student 
satisfaction towards services. Quality assurance of services influences the perception of the students towards their 
knowledge and ab ility to build  the student trust. The lack of quality assurance in their market ing approaches and 
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services could be a hindrance to the smaller private colleges to compete. 
The main objective of this research is to test the service quality dimens ions of a PHEI by analyzing the gaps 
between expected and perceived quality of students. This study uses the notion of gaps as presented in the 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry model o f service quality. Attempts are made to develop service improvement 
strategies using Service Improvement Matrix to gain competit ive advantages in private higher education.  Measuring 
service quality in higher education is increasingly important for attracting and retaining tuition -based revenues 
notably for stakeholders of PEIs . 
2.1. Service quality dimensions in an educational setting 
Table 1 presents a summary of generic SQ dimensions of Parasuraman and Berry  model. A close observation in 
an education setting especially  in  PHEI indicates the attributes of SQ d imensions are more demanding and take a 
more student-oriented approach as proposed by Sangeeta (2004), Owlia and Aspinwall (1996) and Hadikoemoro  
(2002).  
Table 1. Summary of generic SQ dimensions and corresponding student -oriented SQ dimensions and attributes. 
Generic SQ 
Dimensions 
Attributes based on Parasuraman 
and Berry Model (1985) 
Specific Attributes in higher education setting 
Tangibles Physical facilit ies, equipment that 
is needed to provide services  
Appropriate physical facilities/infrastructure, adequate and 
appropriate classrooms (Sangeeta et al; 2004). Completeness of 
academic-support facilities & visually appealing environment, 
appearance of the university based on complete and modern 
equipment & support services e.g. accommodation, sports and 
neat appearing employees (Hadikoemoro, 2002; Owlia and 
Aspinwall, 1996).  
Responsiveness Ability to response to customers 
request on time 
Ease of contact/access to teachers and administrative staff 
(Sangeeta et al., 2004); University willingness and attentiveness to 
help students and provide prompt service (Hadikoemoro, 2002). 
Reliability Ability to deliver the desired 
service dependably, accurately and 
consistently 
Clearly specified values and aims, consistency of practice, clearly 
specified policies/guidelines, fairly and firmly-enforced rules and 
regulations, adherence to course objectives (Sangeeta et al., 
(2004); effective classroom management, trustworthiness, giving 
valid award, keeping promises, match to the goals; handling 
complaints and solving problems (Owlia and Aspinwall, 1996).  
Empathy Ability to show personal care and 
attention to customers 
Understanding student’s needs, willingness to help, availability for 
guidance and advisory, giving personal attention, emotion, 
courtesy (Owlia and Aspinwall, 1996) 
Assurance Ability to convey trust and 
confidence to customers  through 
the services provided 
Ability of the university to perform service dependably and 
accurately, fairness in grading and courteous handling of students 
problems (Hadikoemoro, 2002) 
2.2. Expected and perceived service quality 
According to Parasuraman et al. (1985), the direct ion of gap between customer expectation and perception as 
measured by SERVQUAL affects service quality. Service quality is defined as a function of gap between 
customers’ expectations of a service and their perceptions of the actual service delivery by organization 
(Parasuraman et al.,1988). The u ltimate measure of quality is whether or not the service lives up to expectations of 
the customers. Knowing what the customer expects is an essential step for delivering good service quality 
(Zeithaml et al.,1990). This indicates the importance of understanding customer expectations, how they develop 
and their significance when managing service quality. In the context of higher edu cation, Hill (1995) suggests that 
students’ expectations of higher education are informed by their experiences at high school leading to a potential 
mismatch between expected and perceived service quality. 
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While, perceived service quality results from the comparison of customer service expectations with their 
perceptions of actual performance (Zeithaml et al., 1990), and it is seen as a global judgment of the service 
(Parasuraman et al., 1988). Perceived service quality also becomes the overall evaluation o f the good or bad of a 
product or service (Athiyaman, 1997). However, there are some complexit ies of perceived service quality as Hill 
(1995) stated that the service does not just depend on the service provider, but also on the performance of the 
customer as well. Th is is extremely significant in the context of higher education, as the participation of the 
students is vital since they play a large role in determining the success of the service.  
Past empirical studies of service quality in higher education in the Malaysian context showed that empathy SQ 
dimension is a strong predictor towards student satisfaction followed by assurance and responsiveness (Chuah and 
Ramalu (2011), Abdullah (2006), Shaari (2014), Abu Hassan (2008). In the service quality gap an alysis, it was 
found that service gaps were notable in all 5 service dimensions in a foreign education setting (Yousapronpaiboo 
(2014), Bahadori (2013) with responsiveness and empathy dimensions having the largest gaps.  
3.  Methodology  
As this study is an applied business research, the methodology entailed two phases.  Phase 1 entailed an initial 
situation analysis of the selected PHEI with the aid of SWOT analysis. A perso nal interview was conducted with 
the marketing manager of the PHEI to further determine its service quality management system. Phase 2 of the 
study was a survey on students who had enrolled at that college. The target population was determined at 160 
students as respondents that represent one quarter of the student population of the college. As a rule of thumb, 
sample size between thirty and five hundreds are considered as effective sample size (Sekaran, 2003).  
The sampling method was purposive sampling whereby the concentration of distribution was focused mainly on 
third year students as they had more service experience provided by the college. The research instrument adopted 
was basically the SERVQUAL by Parasuraman et al., (1985) with some of the items adapted from the work of 
LeBlanc and Nguyen (1997) and Landrum et al., (2009) in order to align with education services. As for data 
analysis, the gap analysis based on Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry service quality gap model to identify the level 
of student expectation and student perception was  utilized. The Service Improvement Matrix (SIM) framework 
proposed in this study provided a useful framework to derive an importance-performance matrix to measure 
perception (student satisfaction) and expectation (importance) dimensions.   
4.  Results and discussion 
From the demographic profile o f the respondents, 82% were male respondents and mostly from the Malay 
origin  (84%). Respondents were students from Safety, Ergonomics and Environmental courses. For age 
composition, 42% of the respondents were below the age of 20, 53% were between the ages of 21 and 25 and 
another 5% were above the age of 25. 19% of the students were in  their first and second semester while 30% were 
in the third and fourth semester and the other 51% were in their fifth and sixth semester.  
The analysis on the overall mean service perception indicated tangible dimension (M = 4.78, SD = 0.25) scored 
the highest, followed by reliability (M = 4.23, SD = 0.55), empathy (M = 4.01, SD = 0.70), responsiveness (M=3.99, 
S = 0.70) while the assurance dimension had the lowest score (M = 3.88, SD = 0.76). The overall mean score for 
service expectation showed that the tangible dimension was the highest (M = 4.52, SD = 0.44), followed by 
reliability (M = 3.73, SD = 0.58), responsiveness (M = 3.03, SD = 0.72), assurance (M = 2.76, SD = 0.86) while the 
lowest score was for the empathy dimension (M = 2.32, SD = 0.68). 
The gap analysis was performed next to analyze the difference between expected and perceived service quality. 
The findings show that all the scores of the five SERVQUAL dimensions for student perception were lower than 
expectation indicating that much service improvement efforts are needed to enhance service quality at the college. 
The highest gap was found in the empathy dimension with a gap score of -1.68. Generally, the gap scores for all the 
items ranged from -1.30 to -2.l7. The item “college employees know student needs” obtained the highest gap score 
of -2.17 while assurance dimension had the second highest gap score of -1.10, and the item “employees of college 
are polite” scoring the highest gap score of -1.61. The responsiveness dimension obtained a gap score of -0.96. 
Among the items, the highest gap score of -1.25 was “readiness to respond to student request”. Overall gap score 
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was –0.50 for the reliability dimension. This was followed by tangibles dimension with overall gap score of -0.26. 
There is ev idence that  student  percept ion  on  serv ice quality  at  the co llege fell short o f serv ice e xpect at ion  on  
all 5 serv ice d imens ions. Overall, the college appears to have difficu lties in meet ing student expectation on 
empathy and assurance service provision. It can  therefore be concluded the students were dissatisfied with all the 
services as it was perceived not to meet student expectation in the SERVQUAL dimensions. 
Table 2.  Student expectation and student perception & gap analysis for 22 SERVQUAL.  
 Student Expectation Student Perception  
GAP (MP – ME)  ME SD MP SD 
Tangibles 
  Have up-to-date equipment 4.68 0.51 4.48 0.84 -0.20 
  Visually appealing facilities 4.81 0.45 4.42 0.88 -0.39 
  Employees  are neat  in appearance 4.79 0.41 4.57 0.77 -0.22 
  Visually  appealing  material  associated with the service 4.83 0.38 4.60 0.70 -0.23 
  Overall Mean 4.52 4.78 Overall Gap  = -0.26 
Reliability 
  Providing services as promised 4.04 1.00 3.90 0.87 -0.14 
  Sympathetic with and reassure student’s problem 4.34 0.90 3.86 1.46 -0.48 
  College is dependable 4.36 0.66 4.00 1.16 -0.36 
  Providing services at  the  promised time 4.29 0.84 2.87 1.19 -1.42 
  College keep accurate records 4.14 0.86 4.00 0.93 -0.14 
  Overall Mean 3.73 4.23 Overall Gap = -0.51 
Responsiveness 
  Inform  students  exactly when services will be performed 3.95 0.90 3.23 0.85 -0.72 
  Give prompt service to students 3.81 1.03 3.17 0.84 -0.65 
  Willingness to help students 4.17 0.89 2.93 1.14 -1.24 
  Readiness to respond to student’s request  4.05 1.04 2.80 1.28 -1.25 
  Overall Mean 2.76 3.99 Overall Gap = -0.96 
Assurance 
  Employees can be trusted 3.55 1.08 2.85 1.07 -0.70 
  Students  feel  safe when dealing with college employees 3.69 0.96 2.97 1.13 -0.72 
  Employees of college are polite 4.14 1.00 2.53 1.03 -1.61 
  Employees get adequate support from management to perform jobs 4.13 1.03 2.69 1.07 -1.44 
  Overall Mean 2.32 3.88 Overall Gap = -1.10 
Empathy 
  College gives students  individual attention 3.97 0.96 2.09 0.98 -1.87 
  College employees give personal attention 3.91 0.98 2.06 0.83 -1.85 
  College employees know students’ need 4.15 0.86 1.99 0.83 -2.17 
  The college has students'  best interests at heart 3.95 0.92 2.67 1.10 -1.28 
  College has  operating  hours convenient  to all their students 4.07 0.91 2.77 1.17 -1.30 
  Overall Mean 3.03 4.01 Overall Gap = -1.69 
Note:  ME = Mean Score of Student Expectation, MP = Mean Score of Student Perception, SD = Standard Deviation, Mean Score of 1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
 
5.  Service strategy recommendation using service improvement matrix (SIM) 
Next, the mean score for overall expectation and perception of service quality dimensions were used to develop 
SIM score. SIM enables decision-makers to see and understand the possible parts for service improvement relying 
on client survey responses via a plot of client satisfaction and the value of each service aspect. In this study, the 
importance-satisfaction matrix p rovides a guide to setting improvement priorities on the 5 service quality 
dimensions for the management of the college. The mean expectation depic ts the importance of service priority 
while the mean perception depicts the satisfaction level. Based on the information from Table 3, ratings were then 
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plotted on a two-dimensional grid using the mean expectation and mean perception to determine which 
improvements are necessary for satisfaction/performance (P) i.e. (low satisfaction score) and importance (I) i.e. 
(high importance score). The location of each service aspect plotted set aside those that require service 
improvement priorities. 
Table 3. Service improvement matrix score. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Fig. 1, each  quadrant in the SIM represents the college’s standing on the service quality based on student 
expectation and perception. From the SIM, the college should focus on empathy dimension since it has the lowest 
satisfaction level but perceived as the most important to students. Therefore, this service element 
needs immediate attention and action. For responsiveness and assurance factors which are p lotted in-between 
quadrant strengths, priorities for improvement are also needed by the management tangible and reliability 
dimensions show smaller gaps for the college since the quadrant shows these dimensions as crucial and have a 
higher level of satisfaction to the students compared to the other three dimensions. Hence, service improvement is 
not necessarily required but maintained.  
Items from the responsiveness dimensions ‘employee’s willingness to help students’ and ‘readiness to respond’ 
together with the item from the reliability dimensions ‘providing services at the promised time’ are suggested areas 
for service improvement. From the IP analysis, there are twelve items that fall under priorities of service 
improvement quadrant. Service factors such as ‘college employees know the students need’, ‘college operating 
hours’, ‘student’s individual attention’ and ‘student’s specific needs’ from empathy dimensions are crucial for 
improvement whereas from the assurance dimensions such as ‘employee can be trusted’, ‘student feel safe during 
Symbol Items 
Perception 
(Satisfaction) 
Expectation 
(Importance) 
 
 
TANGIBLES 
Have up-to-date equipment 
Visually appealing facilities 
Employees are neat appearing 
Visually appealing materials associated with service 
4.52 
4.48 
4.42 
4.57 
4.60 
4.78 
4.68 
4.81 
4.79 
4.83 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RELIABILITY 
Providing services as promisedSincere interest in solving 
problems 
Perform service right the first t ime 
Providing services at the promised time 
Keep accurate records 
 
3.73 
3.90 
3.86 
4.00 
2.87 
4.00 
 
4.23 
4.04 
4.34 
4.36 
4.29 
4.14 
 
 
 
 
 
RESPONSIVENESS 
Inform students exactly when services will be performed 
Give prompt service to students 
Willingness to help students 
Readiness to respond to student request  
 
3.03 
3.23 
3.17 
2.93 
2.80 
 
4.00 
3.95 
3.81 
4.17 
4.05 
 
 
 
 
 
ASSURANCE 
Employees can be trusted 
Students feel safe during interaction with employees 
Employees are consistently courteous with students 
Employees have the knowledge to answer student enquiries  
 
2.78 
2.85 
2.97 
2.53 
2.69 
 
3.88 
3.55 
3.69 
4.14 
4.13 
 
 
  
 
EMPATHY 
College gives students individual attention 
College has operating hours convenient to all their students 
College has employees who give students personal attention 
College has students’ best interests at heart 
College understands specific needs of their students   
 
2.32 
2.09 
2.06 
1.99 
2.67 
2.77 
 
4.01 
3.97 
3.91 
4.15 
3.95 
4.07 
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interaction with employees’, and ‘employees courteous and knowledge’ are vital service points for improvement. 
Recent studies have also found responsiveness as a common service gap in universities (Abili et al., 20 14;  
Yousapronpaiboon, 2014; Bahadori, 2013).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Service improvement matrix. 
The top priority service improvement should focus on the empathy dimension due to the large service gap. 
Critical service gaps such as ‘College employees know student’s needs’ and ‘College gives students individual 
attention’ need to be addressed with appropriate measures. The management needs to provide procedures clearly to 
staff and training for the academic and support staff to be caring and courteous, with s taff’s sincere interest in 
solving students’ problems, and provide timely response to their request for assistance.  Motivating the staff to 
perform better and giving them more authority can promote better student and management relationship.   
This could be reinforced  by build ing good relat ionships with the student as customers; hence, staff should have 
a clear channel of communication with their students and understand what they are required as a student in the 
college. Gen Y students want to feel what they are doing is meaningful and important. These students have grown 
up in a fast-paced and high technological environment and expect their higher education experience to provide 
them with the proper skills. Hence, the academic staff and management of the col lege can  build  good relat ionships 
with the students by emphasizing on the functional benefits of learning every day. They should consider using the 
official social network (facebook and twitter) as the main tools of communication with students.  
The second priority is the assurance dimension in  which the management needs to focus on assuring 
competency, security, courtesy and creditability of services provided to the students. It is recommended that the 
staff at the college should undergo training and development to strengthen these skills in  order to solve complaints 
effectively. The two critical service gaps observed are ‘Employees of college are polite’ and ‘Employees get 
adequate support from management to perform jobs’. This is crucial for the management to provide assurance of 
confidentiality of student information and some amount of freedom for students. Additionally, students want to be 
equally respected by the staff and conversely, the employees want support from the management. Similar measures 
have been recommended in a study on Malaysian students at a graduate school (Abdul Manaf et al., 2013).  
In the responsiveness dimension, it  is recommended that the management creates a smooth process in handling 
the students’ complaints by providing proper complaint channels e.g. via and build a tracking system or logbook to 
track all of the complaint cases. Quick response and feedback from the management towards customers’ complaint 
could be considered as staff Key Performance Index. As for the tangibles and reliability factors, the IP analysis 
showed much higher satisfaction/performance and importance than the other dimensions, therefore, focus should be 
on maintenance and update of facilities and continue to build trust in services. 
IMPO RTANCE 
  SATISFACTIO N 
3 3.5 4 4.5 5 
3 
  
3.5 
 
 4 
  
4.5 
  
5 
2.5   2   1.5 
       Strengths 
Redeployment Opportunities 
Priorities for Improvement 
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6.  Conclusion and future research  
Generally, this college has had service gaps in all the service factors with the largest gaps observed in empathy, 
assurance and responsiveness. Overall, it is recommended that the college should embark on seeking to attain 
certification of ISO9000 and quality assurance in higher education as one of the ways to project the overall service 
quality of their management systems. Developing ISO standards of service quality at the college could promote 
continuous improvements to formulate strategy to improve service quality and reduce the gap between students’ 
perceptions and expectations  
 Some takeaway points from this study when developing service strategies are a PHEI must consider the 
tripartite  roles and mot ivations of the customer (students), emplo yees especially frontline staff comprising 
academic and support staff who have contact with the students and top management and the various departments. 
Min et al., (2012) h ighlights that educational marketers and management are to consider the role and in fluence of 
the motives of students in evaluating service quality when planning and developing their education  programs 
accordingly so that their level of service quality will be enhanced. This is supported by the view from Sharabi 
(2013) that service given to the customer tier (the students) by the boundary tier (all the employees who have 
contact with the students) is greatly dependent on the coordination tier (top HE management and its  various 
departments). 
In the quest for international ranking and accreditation in higher education, quality must remain at the centre of 
the future research agenda. Future studies should delve into the notion of quality in education from a mult i-
dimensional model that incorporates quality, access, investment and relevance (See Blanco-Ramírez and Berger, 
2014). 
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